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Strike Hammer 
Part Three of Three 
By Lucien Soulban 


Tt might have been one blow or a dozen, but 
‘Troy felt like he was fighting an angry jackhammer. 
Synapse fought more like an artist, however, dart- 
ing in to land a succession of blows before darting 
back out to admire his handiwork. Troy tried to 
materialize a pulse rifle in his hands, but Synapse 
fired a crippling surge of electricity that left Troy 
twitching on the debris-strewn ground. 

Troy’s body ached, his muscles numb with 
fatigue and his joints screaming at every incon- 
venience. His muffled senses felt like he saw and 
heard everything as though underwater. The HUD 
flickered and sputtered, his armor fighting hard to 
discharge the residual electricity. 

“Get up!” Synapse said. 

Troy tried, but Synapse ran by, kicking out his 
legs from under him. His armor cushioned some of 
the blow, but not enough. Troy spun like a discus 
before crashing to the ground. 

n't go under, Troy thought. If the Arbiters 
hadn't disabled Citadel’s hack yet, he'd be trans- 
ported out and likely into a Zig sapper cell. 

Can't fail this early! Troy’s hands shimmered as 
he reached into one of his tesseracts. 

“Hey!” Synapse snapped. In a streak, he rushed 
in and caught Troy's hand with lightning’s grace. 

“Too late,” Troy said, his voice barely a whisper. 
The small mine he'd dropped on the ground burst 
with a muted thump and spread a noxious green 
cloud through the air. Troy switched to his portable 
rebreather. 

Synapse dropped Troy and backed away. He sur- 
rendered a single cough and no more. 

“You gotta be kidding me,” Synapse said, shak- 
ing his head. He grabbed Troy under the arm and 
lifted him to his feet. “You seriously think that some 
second-hand smoke’s going to stop me?” 

“Wasn't trying to stop you,” Troy said. “Just dis- 
tract you.” 

A small spark discharged off Troy's chestplate. 
Synapse immediately unleashed an electric surge 
through him. 

‘Troy's muscles clenched into a single knot, his 
teeth slamming together. He struck the ground 
with the elegance of a plank. 

“What was that!?!” Synapse demanded. “What 
did you do?” 

Tt took Troy a moment to speak, his muscles 
relaxing instantly, but his capacity for speech still 
shorted out. “Fried--” Troy managed, finally. “Fried 
my mediport transponder. Emergency beacon won't 
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transport me out and you won't kill me.” 

“You sure about that?” Synapse said before un- 
leashing lightning from both fists. The wild bolts 
shattered the earth on either side of Troy’s head. 

“Calculated risk,” Troy admitted, stalling. “Be- 
sides ... you have other things to worry about.” 

Synapse heard Brutallia’s heavy step; a split sec- 
ond later, her fist cratered the ground where he'd 
been standing. Behind het, more villains emerged 
from the mists, their bodies wreathed in the nimbus 
glow of their powers. 

“You expecting these Rocky Horror rejects to 
save you?” Synapse asked, darting between the in- 
coming blasts of frost and plasma, earth and radia~ 
tion. 

“No. 
me back al 

Within seconds, the assembly of villains de- 
scended on Synapse, each one eager for their share 
of the trophy. To his credit, Synapse wove past most 
blasts, avoided most blows. It was the culmination 
of the smaller hits, however, that got to him; and it 
was through attrition of Synapse’s lightning charged 
blows that one villain after another fell. 

Troy knew he had precious few seconds to act. 
From the tesseract, he pulled a jet injector with 
a drum barrel of liquid-filled vials, and rapidly 
pumped five pressure-driven shots into the med- 
patch slot in his leg armor. Quick clotting agents to 
stop the bleeding, adrenal cocktails to override the 
fatigue, calcium-ceramic micro-filaments to repair 
bones, poly-composite endorphins to numb the 
roar of pain and synaptic boosters to accelerate his 
hand-eye coordination. 

In the span of seconds, Troy felt like a new man 

- or rather, an entirely different person. More 
villains fell to Synapse, their bodies contorted by 
electrical surges or by his machinegun blows and 
mach-one clothlines. 


just convince you that you're not taking 


Brutallia struggled to stand, her costume shred- 
ded ‘more than normal; her plated'eye bleeding a 
profusely that blood coated her face. Troy ran to 
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her, jet injector in hand. He pumped shots into her 
neck, bringing her back from the brink of collapse 
and mediport. 

“I'm okay,” she muttered. 

“She can't help you, traitor!” Synapse said. He 
dodged the blows from his two remaining oppo- 
nents, and while his step wavered, he still fought. 

A demonic-like creature fell next. “None of 
these losers can!” and with that, Synapse electrified 
a woman covered in quills. 

“Probably not,” Troy said, standing to face Syn- 
apse. “But it’s still a stalemate.” 

Synapse moved too quickly for Troy to register. 
‘Troy felt the blow a second before he realized the 
speedster had budged. 

Troy landed on his side hard -- but he was still 
conscious. 

“It’s a choice,” Troy managed, struggling to his 
feet. “Carry me out. Or fight them.” 

Synapse paused long enough to glance at the 
circle of villains unconscious on the ground. Some 
rose on unsteady legs, ready for Round Two. More 
villains appeared through the mist, ready to join the 
fray. 

“But I’m betting you can't do both,” Troy con- 
cluded. 

And for the first time in the fight, Synapse hesi- 
tated. 

Nobody moved. The villains waited for one an- 
other to land the first blow, and likely be the first 
to fall. Brutallia stood, waiting by T 
Synapse considered his options. They all knew he 
could fight them one and all, but Synapse’s advan- 
tage had evaporated; he appeared to be skirting ex- 
haustion, unable to fight multiple opponents while 
still bringing Siege Engineer to justice. 

“You're right,” Synapse finally admitted. “I can’t 
do both and | won't kill you either. You won. But 
you should know I’m a sore loser ... 
Manticore. Be seeing ya!” And with that, Synapse 
exploded into a run, straight for Troy. 

Troy struck the ground unconscious from the 
mach-speed blow that propelled him a dozen yards 


back. 


y's side while 


worse than 


The vid-display hovering over the holograph 
table flickered before the image of the oil tanker 
vanished. Troy turned to Brutallia and nodded. 

“Tell the War Crows to get ready. We attack in 
an hour.” 

Brutallia nodded before exiting the room. Troy 
sighed and sank into his chair, the drone of com- 
puters welcome company tonight; he let the noise 
wash over him. 
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“How's the jaw?” a woman asked. 

Troy spun around his chair and stood, his re- 
materialized pulse pistol pointed at the shimmering 
form of a woman who stood before him. She wore 
white thigh-length boots, a tight one-piece bikini 
of a costume and a half-shawl of feathers. 

“You can't shoot an astral projection,” she said. 

“Sure I could,” Troy replied, his gaze darting to 
the sides of the room. “Just wouldn't do me any 
good, right?” 

“You're alone,” she said. “Your lieutenant is out 
of earshot.” 

Troy dropped the gun after a moment, allowing 
it to vanish as it slipped from his grip. 

“L was getting worried, Swan,” Troy said. “I 
hadn't heard from you in a while.” 

“I thought it best to let you get settled into your 
role. How's the jaw?” 

“Fixed. Bastard broke it in five places.” 

“Synapse doesn't like to lose. Are you in Lord 
Recluse’s hierarchy yet?” 

“Not yet,” Troy replied, sinking back into his 
chair. “They don’t trust people that quickly and my 
brother's gone that extra mile to ‘test’ me. Ir'll take 
months ... maybe y¢ 

“Can you stay the course? 

“T have to,” Troy said. “Recluse has to be stopped 
and you folks need all the inside help you can get.” 

Swan nodded. “Are you all right? In here, I 
mean,” she said, touching her temple. 

“Not really. I betrayed the people I care about 
on both sides of this conflict. If my family knows 
what I’ve done, I’m a dead man. And now, even the 
Freedom Phalanx thinks I’m a traitor.” 

Swan smiled kindly. “It’s necessary. Not every- 
one is shielded against mind-readers. 

“I know,” Troy replied. “Just as long as you and 
Statesman know about Operation Strike-Hammer, 
that’s okay.” 

A moment of silence passed between them. 

“How’s Michelle? She wasn’t hurt too badly?” 

“Only her pride,” Swan said. “But she doesn’t 
know she owes you her life. Using your powers to 
repair her damaged mediport transponder was a 
good thing.” 

“Then why don’t I feel that.” 

Swan smiled and reached down, her hand hover- 
ing above Troy's. “Nobody said being a hero would 
be easy.” 

“Haven't you heard,” Troy said, laughing. “I'm 
nota hero.” 

“Just because someone doesn’t know what you've 
done for them, doesn’t make you any less the cham- 
pion. Heroism is based on action, not accolades.” 
y nodded. “Thanks,” he said. 

Swan smiled. “They're coming back.” 
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“| know,” Troy said. “You better warn that oil 
tanker Longbow’s using a 
We're coming,” 


a secret base off the Pit. 


“Twill.” Swan was about to fade away when Troy 
looked at her. 

“You know that day Synapse attacked me,” Troy 
said. “I was hoping he'd win.” 

“Lm glad he didn't,” Swan replied. “Now ... go 
out there and be the hero.” 
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With that Swan vanished just as the room’s 
double doors swung open.“You ready, boss?” Bru- 
tallia said, striding in. 

“Yeah,” ‘Troy responded, standing. “Irs time to 
play the villain.” 


THE END 


Closure 
By Bayani 


‘he red blur leaped with calculated ease from 
the electric high wires to the crumbling window 
ledges, never glancing back at the energy bolts that 
singed each of his jump points. The path Bayani 
wove through Warburg would have been challeng. 
ing enough normally, but the winter ice and wind 


made each perch downright treacherous. Bayani 


neve 


stopped to contemplate how risky his strategy 


was; the slightest hesitation would give his adversary 
aclean shor. 
: 


rather than Paragon City in order to avoid property 


yani chose to confront his hunter in Warburg 


damage and casualties. The papers described Bayani 
as “cold” and “aloof.” ‘The last thing he needed was 
and “foolhardy 
lise. Bayani’s mentor had trained him to follow his 


for them to add “carel to the 


instinets and focus on the present moment. Cou- 


pled with confidence and a dry wit, Bayani 


per 
sona tended to alienate many of his peers, though 
cared much about impressing others 
to begin with. Bayani considered saving lives the 


he never truh 


only real priority. There were many things he could 
never outrun, no matter how fast or high he leaped. 
Failure was one. The Paragon Protector on his tail 
was anothe 

‘The blue and gold streak pursued Bayani across 
the industrial skyline, matching Bayani’s breakneck 
speeds and determination. Countess Crey was not 


one to be trifled with, but that had not stopped 
While 


the general public believed Paragon Protectors 


Bayani from investigating Crey Industries, 


were heroes for hire, Bayani had discovered the real 


truth: Crey Industries cloned the Protectors from 


stolen hero INA and deployed them for a variety 
of unethical practices. And d 
to avoid conflict until he planned his next steps, the 


Countess had different holiday plans in mind. 


ite Bayani’s efforts 


“You know, a lump of coal would've been an 
easier gesture!” Bayani taunted as he somersaulted 
to the next rooftop. That last torrent of energy had 


missed him by mere inches. 
‘The Protector may have been frustrated, but 
Bayani could not tell. She never spoke and wore 


faceless helmet that ma 
ing that he was about to run out of cover, Bayani 
switched gear 


ed her expression. Notic- 


and dropped straight down onto the 
beach, using his agility to avoid the Protector rain 
ing death from above. As he danced 
nd began to stir, giving 
Bayani the inspiration he needed. 


through the 


onslaught of energy, the s: 


Bayani somersaulted high into the sky and blast- 


ed the banks of sand with fire, obscuring his chosen 
battlefield with a makeshift sandstorm. He disap- 
peared amidst the swirling clouds before springing 
like 
gered the Protector with a fiery uppercut in mid-air. 
As gravity took its course, Bayani pulled his stunned 
opponent down with him and continued to pummel 


a leopard at his surprised opponent. Ba 


yani stag- 


her with a dizzying array of fire and energy until they 


were grounded. Gripping his assailant by her collar, 
Bayani blasted her helmet off then pulled her back 
up for a knockout strike. As the sandstorm dissipat- 
ed, Bayani eyed his unmasked opponent and inhaled 
sharply. 
“Bree? 


tector as painful memories ri 


he whispered, Bayani dropped the Pro- 
urfaced. Struggling 


with guile and remorse, Bayani turned to the easiest 
able, He ran. 

Bur the Protector was already rising and found 
her opportunity. ‘The concussive energy numbed 
Bayani’s reflexes, causing him to buckle from the 
As Bayani reeled, the Protector crushed him 
with a thunderous blow and sent him crashing into 


option avai 


shock. 
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the short cliffsides that bordered the sandy shores. 
‘The impact caused the wall of rock to shake violently. 
Before Bayani could struggle to his feet, the cliffs im- 
ploded, burying him in an avalanche of boulders and 
dust. 


eking to confirm the death of her target, the 
Paragon Protector blasted through the rubble to re- 
trieve Bayani. Upon finding her quarry, she yanked 
the unconscious Filipino by his collar from the 
landslide, tearing a strip of red cloth from his jacket 
in the process. Bayani’s breathing was shallow and 
blood flowed freely from an unsightly gash on his 
forehead. 

Still clutching a shred of Bayani’s costume in her 
fist, she charged her deadly energy and prepared the 
final blow. 

And yet... 

Despite her Crey programming, the clone paused. 
She was overwhelmed with a sense of déji vu. She 
glanced at the red cloth in her fist and then at Bay- 
ani. Her blue eyes fluttered with confusion as strange 
memories flooded her mind. The memory transfer- 
ence programs to complete the cloning process had 
been an all or nothing deal. To avoid potential issues, 
Crey locked the memories that would otherwise de- 
base the clone’s servitude. Bayani’s barrage had loos- 
ened her memory locks, but it seemed that fate took 
care of the rest. As days rushed through her mind 
in mere seconds, the Paragon Protector broke her si- 
lence. 

“Why does this seem so familiar?” 


tex 


Five Years Ago... 

‘The sun splashed the sky with a blaze of orange 
and red as two college students soaked in the beauti- 
ful view. Kris and Sabrina spent the entire afternoon 
on that beach, but exchanged few words that day. 
‘Their relationship had developed past the need for 
any. For over eight years, Kris and Bree grew up as 
rivals, friends, and soul mates. After a few more quiet 
moments, Bree fetched a red headband from her 
pack and tied it around Kris’s head. 

“I made this from my old costume from that time 
I beat you in the tournament,” she grinned as she 
wrapped her arms around his broad shoulders and 
kissed his cheek. “Ir'll bring you luck.” 

Kris smiled softly, his new headband fluttered in 
the breeze a bit. He relaxed in her arms as he recalled 
that battle. They trained together for the tourna- 
ment, but ended up meeting in the finals. While 
evenly matched, her experience had been the key. 

“[ didn't lose on purpose.” 
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“T know. But remember what you said to the re- 
porters afterwards? You said, “Yes, she was the only 
woman to compete. But don’t cheapen her success 
and say the men took her lightly, Sabrina fought 
challenging odds and beat everyone. 

“I remember. My shoulder still aches, you 
know.” 

She giggled and punched his left shoulder gen- 
uy, before settling into a more comfortable position. 
‘The chemotherapy left her weak and tired, but she 
was able to relax in Hawaii, far away from the hustle 
and bustle of New England. Sensing Sabrina’s dis- 
comfort, Kris shifted positions and cradled her in his 
strong arms. Bree sighed contently and leaned into 
his chest as he kissed the top of her white bandana. 

“That's when I really knew that I wanted share 
the rest of my life with you,” she smiled, looking up 
into his eyes. “How do you say ‘hero’ in Tagalog?” 

“Bayani.” 

“My bayani,” she sighed melodramatically. A hint 
of mischief crept into her smile. 

“Like you need a hero, lady,” Kris smirked. 
Growing up, Bree had a chip on her shoulder but 
he always admired her strong will and candor. Bree 
was no damsel in distress, even in spite of her battle 
with leukemia. She was always quick to point out 
otherwise, with an energy blast or two. 

Bree laughed with him, though her strength was 
fading. Feeling disoriented, she closed her eyes to 
ward off the sudden vertigo. She battled with every- 
thing she had against the fatigue that overwhelmed 
her, but despite how hard she fought, her end drew 
closer. 

“Kris?” she whispered softly. 

“Yes, Bree?” 

“I'm ... sorry,” she mumbled as her last breath 


escaped her lips. 
“For what?” he asked quietly before he realized 
what was happening, 


Continued page 8 
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Closure 


Continued from page 5 


‘There were no memories for Bree to recall after 
that moment, save for the disjointed ones Crey de- 
veloped for her since her creation, As for Bayani, his 
race had begun that fateful evening. The moments 
that followed have been a blur as he raced to distance 
himself from the pain. 

‘The Bree clone discharged her energy harm- 
lessly and knelt behind the fallen Bayani. She tore 
off a strip of gold cloth from her pants leg and tied 
it around Bayani’s head to stem the bleeding. 7 
grew short for Bree again as the broken memory 
locks inadvertently activated the fail-safe device in 
her cerebral cortex. Crey’s safeguards ensured the 
Protectors would never leak classified information 
should they be captured. As the device caused her 
nervous system to deteriorate rapidly, Bree managed 
to finish dressing Bayani’s wounds. 

Afterwards, Bree wrapped her arms around Bay- 
ani and rested her head on his shoulder. Her quiet 
sobbing caused Bayani to stir. His muscles ached 
horribly but Bayani summoned his chi to dull the 
pain and rebuild his strength. As he regained his 
senses, Bayani grew alarmed and struggled in Bree’s 


ime 


arms. 


“Shh ... it’s ok. We ... you'll be ok,” the Paragon 
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Protector said as tears streamed down her cheek. Her 
body began to convulse and twitch violently as the 
deterioration continued. “Just hold me, please?” 

Bayani touched the makeshift headband and 
looked up at copy of the woman who got away. 
Thrusting aside his misgivings, he tugged his gloves 
off and warmed his hands with soft, soothing energy. 
He slipped his arms around Bree gingerly, and com- 
forted her as best he could. 

“I'm sorry, Kris. I've let you down, haven't [?” 

“Never,” Bayani replied firmly, shaking his head. 
He brushed the sand and tears from her cheek. “I 
miss you, though.” 

“I know ... I'll miss you too,” she choked, closing 
her hands over his. She squeezed gently as Bayani’s 
energy slowed her seizure. She closed her eyes and 
drew tighter into Bayani’s 

“You never let me down either, Kris,” she whis- 
pered, struggling through the pain. “Just promise me 
you won't forget thar I...” 

I love you too, Bayani mouthed, interrupting 
her. Her blue eyes sparkled brilliantly while she read 
his lips. With the last of her strength, she gave him 
a lingering kiss to remember her by. Bayani ran his 
fingers through her chestnut brown hair as she grew 
still in his arms. He closed her eyes, shedding tears of 
his own as he buried his face in her shoulder. 

The race ended and this time, Bayani stopped. 


arms. 
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